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But all other explorers of this period are cast into the
shade by the superior merit of Captain James Cook.
Born in 1728, and the son of a day-labourer in Yorkshire,
he commenced his maritime career as ship-boy to a
collier. At the breaking out of*war in 1755 he entered
the Royal Navy. He had no assistance in his- studies
beyond what a few books and his own industry supplied ;
but he was determined to master the scientific as well as
the practical part of his profession, and first read Euclid
during a long winter on the coast of North America.
He soon attracted the notice of Sir Hugh Palliser, and
afterwards of Sir Charles Saunders. By the last com-
mander he was employed on several most important
services at the siege of Quebec. It was Cook who
piloted the boats to the attack of Montmorency; it was
Cook who convoyed the embarkation to the heights
of Abraham. At the peace he was not left inactive; he
was appointed to survey the Gulf of St. Lawrence and
the coasts of Newfoundland.

It so chanced that at this period the astronomers of
England were much intent on a Transit of the planet
Yenus over the sun's disk, which, according to their cal-
culations, would happen in June, 1769. By means of the
Transit, they expected to be able to determine with pre-
cision the distance of the sun; but for that purpose it
would be necessary to make simultaneous observations
from various quarters of the globe. One of the points
required must fall within the bounds of the Pacific Ocean,
and on Captain Wallis's report, there was none that ap-
peared preferable to the newly discovered isle of Otaheite.
Even before Wallis's return, the Royal Society, as re-
presenting British science, had sent in a petition to the
King, that he would order the required observation to be
made in the South Seas. The request thus made was
most willingly complied with. There was appointed for
the purpose a good ship, first built for the coal trade, the
Endeavour, and an excellent commander, Lieutenant
James Cook.

The Endeavour sailed upon her voyage in August,
1768. She was victualled for eighteen months, and her
complement of men and officers amounted in all to eighty-
five. Besides these, there embarked Mr. Banks, then a